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TI-IE IAST CARAVAN
byBarbarafarvi.k
Until he was five years old, the boy lived with his uncle
in a long wasteland of scorched fields, small towns, and
scrap yards that was bounded by the desert on one side and
the cities and their irrigated suburbs on the other. The
uncle was a weaver; the family had been weavers for as long
back as anyone could remember. When he was barely old
enough to hold a rattle, the boy was set down in front of a
small hand loom and led through the motions of weaving
cloth.
The family could not feed itself by weaving; they had
been displaced by machines long ago. To eat, they had
branched into other trades, but for joy, they passed their
skills from father to son, because weavers were what they
were.
The boy, whose name was Jon, was sometimes eager
and sometimes dreamy, but always maladroit. Though he
loved his lessons in weaving, he was not very good at them;
he created more tangles than anyone in the family had ever
seen. But because be tried so hard, no one reproved him,
and after a session at the loom, his uncle would reward him
with cakes or stories. As his uncle opened picture books
and pointed out interesting sites, Jon learned about the
desert that lay before them and the cities behind. The cities
were full of rushing people and wonderful machinery,
while the desert was hot and dry and supported no life.
But even in the low wasteland where they lived, it was
dry, and after a while it became drier, so much so that
people began to migrate to the cities. The boy's uncle could
not carry on, and, sadly, he told the boy that he could not
keep him any more and would have to find another place
for him. He promised to try bard to find something that
the boy liked.
When he heard this, Jon began to cry. To cheer him
up, the uncle brought out his most beautiful book, and as
Jon looked at pictures he had never seen before, his uncle
told him stories about the shining places that existed beyond the desert, of lush lands and wonderful cities.
"I want to go there," said Jon.
"You can't," replied his uncle. "We are too poor for
roundabout routes, and only a caravan could cross that
desert. But nobody cares about caravans any more; they
are as obsolete as weavers."
"Surely, someone still cares," insisted Jon.
His uncle sighed. "There is a settlement at the edge of
the desert, a caravan camp. People who live there go back
and forth between their camp and the cities on the other
side of the desert, but it is a dry life they lead, and a
dreadfully hard way to travel. The world has no interest
in them; they are like us weavers. God knows how they
support themselves!"
Hearing this, Jon grew excited. His eyes sparked, and
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his cheeks flushed crimson, as if red flowers had suddenly
bloomed there. "Take me to the caravan camp," he
pleaded. "I'll work for the people there. And one day,
they'll take me on a caravan!"
His uncle shrugged these words away, but the boy was
persistent, and the uncle really could not keep him any
more. "It's a shabby place, that camp," he said. "But I
don't want to send you off unhappy. Since you don't
believe me, I'll take you to see it; that should cure you!"
They set off the next morning at sunrise, and drove for
half a day. Scorched grasslands gave way to rocky fields,
then to acres of bare dirt that looked like wounds on the
earth. Finally they drew up to a settlement. Enclosed
within a rusty fence, low sheds sprawled along the bare
ground. Coils of wire, and chain were heaped against the
nearest buildings; bulging sacks lay along the weathered
sides of others. There were roofed corrals where placid
animals waited, and people busy with all kinds of tasks.
The sounds of hammering filled the air as the workers
hurried back and forth, paying no attention to Jon or his
uncle.
"You see, there's nothing in this!" said the uncle, but
the boy didn't listen, he was too busy looking. He saw
donkeys being loaded with heavy packs; he saw a hay
merchant negotiating a trade, and he watched, enthralled,
as the camp people bartered with goods they had brought
from across the desert, with shimmering cloths and baskets
of fantastic fruit.
"Uncle, uncle, leave me here, I want to stay," cried the
boy.
The uncle was surprised, but not altogether displeased.
"If they'll have you, you can stay," he said, and taking his
nephew by the hand, he wandered through the camp,
looking for the caravan master. Around and around they
went, until they entered a scraggly kitchen garden where a
sunbrowned man was digging in the rows.
"We're looking for the master of the caravans," said
Jon's uncle.
"He's busy," the man replied. "Maybe I can help you."
"My nephew wants to join this camp," said the uncle.
"He'd like to become an apprentice. He'll work hard!"
"We don't need apprentices," the man replied.
"Then he'll be an unpaid laborer," said Jon's uncle. "He
needs nothing but food and a corner to sleep in."
"I told you," the man said. "We don't need anybody.
This is no place to drop off unwanted children. Keep him
yourself!"
"But I'm a weaver's son!" Jon exclaimed. "I'm sure he
would want me. I'll weave him cloth, beautiful cloth!"
The uncle smiled to hear this. The man also smiled.

"That's a different story!" he said. "You should have said
that in the beginning. You can stay if you want.•
"Do you think the caravan master will agree?" Jon's
uncle asked.
·
"I am he," said the man.
So Jon bid his uncle goodbye, and joined the other
workers in the caravan camp. He hauled wood, fed the
livestock and scrubbed the kitchen. Whenever a caravan
set out, he watched and dreamed of going along. But he
did not have a moment to weave cloth. There was always
a visitor to be put up, or people coming in from a voyage,
or the household going topsy-turvy preparing for the next
trip.
"Fetch, this, fetch that," all the people said, and after
Jon filled his time carrying out their requests, their chief
would berate him. "Why should I think of taking you
anywhere until you produce a decent piece of cloth," he
would cry.
The boy was not quick. He tried to find a corner he
c~uld run to between chores, but whenever he put down
his loom someone would say, "You're making too much
noise here," or "Don't put anything in this space, we may
need it some time." He tried to work late at night, but
when morning came, his fatigue made him so unreliable
that he dropped things whenever he hurried. If he tried to
b~ very careful, he was too slow. And if he tried to explain
his predicament, the other people in the compound berated
him, calling him contradictory and uncaring.
Nonetheless, he helped prepare for caravan after caravan. As he groomed the pack animals and set out stores for
them to carry, his mind ran along the voyager's route
towards lake-filled countries where the water was silver in
the dawn and the trees as awesome as mountains.
When he loaded provisions he thought of far off bazaars
and his head ~ced with pictures of jewels, the dazzling
wares of the fruit vendors, and arcades where embroidered
fabrics stretched out in endless array.
After every procession set out and the sounds of its bells
fade~ away, the people in the compound turned to repair
the disorder the travellers left behind. In the first years the
boy watched and waited, saying to himself, "I will do my
work well, and one day I will be chosen to go." But there
were so many people demanding obedience; it seemed that
the law of each contradicted that of the one who had
~poken a moment before. He tried to reconcile the opposmg rules, but he was an ordinary boy. No matter what he
did, it was unsatisfactory.
There were luckier ones who lived differently. When
the master of the camp saw them he would say such things
as, "What! You have such shabby clothes. You had better
~o along with the next caravan and pick out something nice
m the old market." And he would ask Jon to stop whatever
he :-"~ doing and help those people as they prepared for
their iourney.
Sometimes Jon believed that no one mattered in the
compound except the privileged few and that the rest had
become mere laborers, forgetting why they had 'come as

they sweated in the dry gardens and cluttered kitchens. He
wondered why be stayed on-was it incapacity, or the scent
of far away places that lingered in the wake of the caravans?
- but he knew that he always would.
One day he decided to make another try at weaving.
He started a checkered piece of cloth, but he tangled the
threads so badly that he gave up, and settled on unpatterned
white. Working hurriedly, in minutes stolen from his
duties, he wove a cotton sheet, but when he displayed it
before the gathering it was tossed away with three words:
"Not good enough!" And Jon withered, because in his
heart he knew that he had labored to satisfy everyone.
After that he had less strength and no time at all to weave
cloth.
It seemed that the chores multiplied every day. Travellers went and came dancing back, but Jon was busy in the
compound, packing things away for a later trip or sweeping
the steps in the quiet of evening. He spent little time with
the privileged company and much with merchants, for he
arranged for them to come, and whenever they arrived, he
brought them into one of the houses to see that they were
treated fairly and did not cheat anyone, themselves.
The compound was an outpost, and tradesmen travelled there with effort. Jon usually welcomed them when
they arrived. He understood the life of artisans and laborers; when he used his hands it was to prune trees on the
dusty garden strip or record transactions in thick grey
ledgers or tighten the decrepit hinges on the door. But Jon
wove cloth in his mind, and told weaver's tales to anyone
who would listen.
When the next caravan returned, and everyone ran
around, with ~ales of the voyage, the caravan master began
to _pace, scowl mg, through the compound, mumbling that
t~a?gs were falling into disrepair, and declaring that it was
ridiculous to keep sending caravans out, one after another,
when the times were so hard.
. Even the luckiest people became uneasy. Jon sometimes overheard them as they whispered among themselves, "If you go and I don't, bring me a spool of thread so
I can stitch together the bolts of material I brought back
before. Or, at least, bring me some dried flowers as souvenirs of the places we've seen. Ones that will keep, ones I
can look at for years .... "
!he peop~e wh~ had never left the camp said nothing,
fearing that disappomtment would be their only momento.
Pe~h~ps there were a few among them who imagined
bringing seeds from trees on the other side of the desert and
digging new wells on the compound so it could be irrigated
to support gardens as green as those in the faraway lands
but they kept their thoughts to themselves. Everyone
plodded grimly along.
One day they were called together. The master of
caravans stood up and pointed to his workers. "It's time
to make some repairs in the camp," he said. "There'll be
another carav:ui going soon, but it will be the last one going
out for a while. After that .... well, we'll see what comes
after! Today, we have to think about who will go along,
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this time.• And he took out a list, and began to read out
the names of all the people in the camp, noting things that
a particular person had done, or wondering why another
should even be considered for the trip.
Jon hardly stirred. Harboring even small hopes gave
way to large disappointments. Anyway, he couldn't listen
for long because someone was banging at the door. As he
slipped away from the meeting, the master of caravans
pointed to him. "I suppose you 're going off to weave more
cloth," he said, dryly. The phrase had such a bite to it! Jon
looked down and went out, a rueful shake of the head his
only answer.
Old Handson was at the door; he had been going from
shed to shed without finding anyone to help him. That
was a surprise; the merchant had said goodbye on his last
visit, explaining that he was too old for business and would
not come again.
Jon had been sad to see him go. Old Handson was a
talker, a storyteller. You hardly felt the weight of the sacks
you were hauling as you listened to his tales. And besides,
he liked to hear Jon speak about weaving cloth.
"I've brought a gift," Handson began, but just then a
commotion broke out within the house. "This is no time
to interrupt a meeting! Get rid of that person, or bring him
here! But don't stand there gossiping!" cried the master of
caravans.
Old Handson's face grew ashen and he looked so very
disappointed. Jon didn't have the heart to send him away,
so he led him in.
"What's your business?" barked the master of caravans,
as soon as he saw the old man.
"I'm a merchant, sir. I've been supplying you with coal
and fodder for many years. • Handson twisted the packet
he carried. "I've admired your enterprise here. I've traded
with anyone you could imagine, without caring who came
to me or where I went, but I was always pleased to have
dealings with this camp!"
"Enough!" The master of caravans could be very stern.
"What's your business, now?"
"Sir, I have no more business. I only came to bring a
gift," and Handson pointed to Jon. "Whenever I worked
with this boy, he talked about weaving cloth. I would
think, 'doesn't that sound like something to tryl' so as soon
as I was free to do it, I made a piece of cloth, myself. I've
brought it with me."
"Show it," ordered the captain, a little less grimly, and
Old Handson unrolled a length of cloth. Everyone gasped.
A pattern of small pictures scrolled along a length of soft,
fine material. Old Handson had done a wonderful job.
. "Look," the old man said to Jon. "I followed every~hmg you told me. We never got to designs, so I had to
invent that part myself, but I did the best I could. Do you
like it?"
The master of caravans leaned in for a closer look. •Are
you trying to portray anything in your designs?" he asked.
"Don't you recognize things from this camp?" Old
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Handson replied. "That's what they are, every one of
them. The box that curves in the middle, there - that's the
top step of the loading house. I crossed that step every time
I came here."
"If it's a step, it shouldn't be curved!" declared the
master of caravans.
Jon blushed. "That's my fault!" he piped. "The steps
caved in, and the only way I could get them to support any
weight was by filling the empty space with rocks. I patched
the wood over them, but it buckled on the top later."
"Why did YOU fix it, if you didn't really know how?"
said Handson's interrogator, flashing a stern look at Jon.
"There was no one else to do it," said the boy. "And
we did have to use that storeroom."
The captain of caravans did not say anything, but
pointed to something else in the design, and turned to the
old tradesman for an explanation.
"What is THAT supposed to be?" he asked. "The
object that looks like a pinched star."
"It's a piece of fruit from your garden. I was given some
whenever I came here. They were always shrivelled like
that; but sweet to taste."
"And who tended the trees ... ?"
"I did," said Jon, shamefacedly. He had never been able
to get the fruit to keep its shape, though he had tried for
years and years.
The questions continued; old Handson kept answering.
Though the things pictured were all remembered fondly
by the old man, each was imperfect in some way, and
whenever the caravan master asked why that was, Jon
blushed; his hand was always revealed in it.
Then the master of the caravans gazed at his meeting
room. It had been properly built; the paint was applied
evenly; the chairs were symmetrical and the curtains neatly
sewn. "Why didn't you include objects like these in your
design?" he demanded.
"Why, sir, I've never been in this room or any like it,"
Old Handson said. "I come to the working quarters."
"I see," said the caravan master, looking thoughtful. He
seemed to be considering something. "Tell me, did you
ever dream of travelling with the caravans?"
"I have dreamed it," the old man replied. "But caravans
hardly exist any more, and they certainly don't have room
for poor men like me."
"This one will," said the master. "You are a skillful
man. You must come along and look after my boy. He
may not be very able, but he knew how to be good
company for you.•
The master of caravans smiled. "And anyway, it is time
that he came along," he said. "After all, he has brought me
a beautiful piece of cloth."

